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contact with the Atlantic is broken by their fall over the western
escarpment.

It is a region of desolate rolling plains separated by barren moun-
tains. Due to its average elevation of somei 2600 feet, it has an un-
pleasant continental climate which increases in extremes toward the
south. Although much of its soil is fertile, it is treeless and supports
only a scanty growth of coarse grass owing to its low rainfall. To the
south large areas of saline steppe present a picture of complete deso-
lation. Little wonder that! this is the most sparsely populated portion
of the peninsula.

The scattered population is engaged almost entirely in agriculture.
The northern basin with its greater rainfall is a land of wide wheat
fields separated by arid and uncultivated areas whose short spring
pasture season supports large flocks of merino sheep. This region
produces about one-fourth of all the wheat in Spain, and the wool pro-
duction is still large, although declining. In the southern basin greater
aridity causes wheat to be produced in smaller quantities, but it is still
the leading crop. The higher temperatures, however, are more favorable
for the vine, and this region is responsible for nearly one-fourth of the
Spanish wine production. Here again sheep are grazed on the steppe'
vegetation, but have to be taken up into the highlands to escape the
summer drought. Over wide areas esparto grass, which was formerly
important for the manufacture of paper, forms the only vegetation.
Where water is more abundant near the base of the mountains, or
where irrigation is resorted to in a few of the river valleys, cultivation
is much more intensive. In such areas cattle are grazed, truck farming
is carried on, and wheat and the vine and the olive arc raised.

The population of the plateau is scattered, and cities are few. Most
of the peasants live in small, dreary villages of adobe brick, built
around the ever-present church or cathedral These villages are far
apart, and seem almost lost in the immensity of the surrounding plains.
Madrid is both the largest city of Spain and the only city of the plateau
with a population of over 100,000. Its situation near the exact center
of Spain caused it to be selected as the national capital following the
establishment of unity. Although it is a leading' railway center and is
active in commerce, it owes its importance and size to its political posi-
tion. Valladolid is the leading1 city of the northern basin. Its control
of great cross-routes has made it an important railway and commercial
center, and its location in the midst of an important agricultural dis-
trict causes its people to engage in such activities as flour milling and
leather manufacturing. In the southern basin lies Toledo, the historic